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Regardless of your age, the gift of
fitness is one of the most
important things that you can
give to yourself.  It’ll enhance
your life and help you take

those critical steps toward wellness and a
holistic lifestyle.  The pursuit of fitness
doesn’t have to cost any money but it does
take effort and dedication.  It’ll take you on
an enjoyable journey through life where you
can remain independent and energetic.  It’s a
gift that you should never stop giving
yourself.

This chapter will provide those who are
more than 50 years of age insight into this
special gift and help you to better understand
the basic fitness needs for older adults.
You’ll learn many new and exciting fitness
opportunities from which to choose plus
develop a new personal, mental perspective
from which to work.  Individual fitness
programs can be made simple and enjoyable
and most everyone can start one regardless of
age or current physical condition.  (Some
people may require clearance from a
physician.)  The key to success is to maintain
your fitness program throughout life.

More and more people are physically
active well into their 80s and 90s.  These
individuals enjoy the gift of fitness every day
by participating in activities such as walking,
swimming, biking, hiking, playing basketball

and running.  Some even compete on a
national level in programs such as the Senior
Olympics.  All are proving that fitness is truly
ageless.

Whether you’re driven by competition or
just out to have fun, being active is beneficial
to your health and fitness.  It’ll make you
more energetic and productive and can help
you to remain independent.  Fitness
programs for older adults can be very simple
and rewarding.  What’s more, they’re
available to all.  Doing simple, basic
movements and exercises regularly are the
best ways to increase your energy.  Exercising
doesn’t have to be complicated, difficult or
time-consuming.  It just takes a little
motivation and common sense.

SEDENTARY LIFESTYLES
Today, one of the fastest growing segments of
the population is the inactive adult.  As this
inactive population grows, its members
become more susceptible to illness and
health problems.  In today’s mechanized
world, the need for physical activity is largely
diminished.  While things such as cars and
computers can make life easier, they can also
contribute to a sedentary lifestyle.  The
seduction of modern conveniences is often
compounded by the common misconception
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that older adults
require less physical
activity.  This simply
isn’t true.  The body
needs daily movement.
Without it, muscles
become smaller and
bones become brittle.
The older that a
person gets, the more
exercise is needed to
maintain health and
fitness.  And exercise
can actually alleviate
the stiffness that
comes with aging.
Although exercise
doesn’t necessarily
make it all go away, it
can help you to remain
mobile and feeling
good.

BENEFITS OF EXERCISE
The list of benefits from exercise is endless.
Improved strength, flexibility, balance,
endurance, agility and quality of life are only
a few.  The only way to achieve these benefits
is through exercise and fitness participation.
Both the nervous and digestive systems

function much better when exercise is done
on a regular basis.

The mental rewards are just as great.
Stress and depression are both reduced by
fitness.  Increased self-image and self-
confidence along with improved problem-
solving and social skills are also on this list.
Furthermore, people who are physically
active are more attractive to others because
of their positive outlook and good health.

INACTIVITY
Energy and stamina aren’t qualities that must
be given up with age.  They’re more likely to
be robbed by inactivity than by aging.  With a
little effort, however, energy, stamina and
even strength can easily be developed and
maintained.  An active lifestyle is the perfect
antidote for the major killer and crippler of
our time: inactivity.  The U. S. Surgeon
General points to a public need for physical
fitness at all ages and projects that if more
Americans were exercising and practicing
more active lifestyles, our national health
costs could be cut in half or more.  For most
Americans, this is a major concern.

What can be done about it?  How do
older adults find a way to start exercising?
How do they become involved in personal or
group-exercise programs?  In brief, start

154 For the People of New Jersey

Get Fit New Jersey!

More and more people are physically active well
into their 80s and 90s.



simple: Take the stairs at the mall or at work
rather than the escalator or elevator, park
your car farther away from the store, take
walks in the morning or after dinner or just
play with your grandchildren.  These tips
aren’t that difficult to accomplish if the desire
is there.  Remember to start slowly and work
up to a level that’s appropriate for you.  The
road to fitness takes time but once you’re
there, it’s more than worth it. 

THE NEED FOR BASIC MOVEMENT 
Your body is a living part of nature and like
all living animals, it must be kept active or
your muscles will begin to get smaller and
weaker.  Sedentary lifestyles and lack of
movement accelerate the process of muscle
deterioration that, in turn, speeds up the
process of aging.  There’s no part of the body
that doesn’t need meaningful exercise on a
regular basis.  Simple movements and
stretching are a good place to start.  The next
step toward a more active lifestyle is to slowly
include activities that help build your heart
and lungs and improve overall physical
condition.  (As with any exercise program,
you should consult your physician before
getting started.)

CHANGE, CHALLENGE AND DIVERSITY
One of the biggest enemies of exercise is
boredom.  Doing the same thing over and
over again is enough to dampen the spirit of
even the most ardent fitness enthusiast.  The
challenge of any fitness program is to learn
how to keep it new and, above all, fun.
Change, challenge and diversity are the keys
to maintaining continued interest as an active
participant.  It just takes a little creativity and
imagination to reach for new ideas and seek
the fun and adventures that they offer.
Replace the notion of exercise as an
unbearable chore with exercise as a
pleasurable experience.  Becoming aware of
the many diverse choices will help you to
build a foundation for your physical activities
that’ll give you confidence and motivation for
a lifetime.

HAVE A PLAN
The best way to start a fitness program is to
have a plan that addresses your basic physical
and mental needs for activity and how to
achieve them.  Understanding the role that
fitness plays in your life helps to meet these
needs.  Next, learn how to enjoy what you’re
doing.  To accomplish this, you have to learn
how to maintain your interest.  Here are
some tips to help you plan: 
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The list of benefits from exercise
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agility and quality of life are

only a few.  The only way to

achieve these benefits is

through exercise and fitness

participation. 



•Set small goals.
•Choose a time of day or night
to perform your exercise
program and stick to it.
•Try to find an exercise partner
with whom you can work out.
•Find ways to keep your mind
sharp as you exercise.
•Aim for holistic fitness that
involves the harmony of mind,
body and spirit.  No fitness
program should be without this
combination.

PUTTING THE PLAN INTO 
ACTION

Build your fitness and endurance slowly.
Work out several times a week for 20-30
minutes.  Incorporate other daily activities
such as simple routines that require physical
movement that can develop into a lifestyle
pattern.  A final step in your action plan
should be to create a fitness log to record
your daily activities.

To attain holistic fitness, it’s important to
use your mind and body.  Try to visualize the
muscle groups in your body from your toes to
your nose and then exercise them
comprehensively while targeting those that
you feel need the most attention.  In
particular, exercise the muscle groups that

don’t get a lot of action on a daily basis such
as those that are located behind your arms
and legs.

Keep a fitness log, and be sure to record
all of your workouts and track your
performances.  Always keep your goals
realistic and attainable.  If you don’t feel very
energetic on a certain day, it’s okay to do less
but note it in your log.  Always listen to your
body.  Maintaining a log may help you to
identify patterns in your level of energy.  It
can also show you the progress that you’ve
made each week.  Success breeds success.
Before you know it, you’ll soon look forward
to exercising each day because it’s fun.
Again, be mindful of your abilities and don’t
force it; let it happen naturally and become a
habit.  Exercise because you enjoy it.  The
more you practice this, the more it becomes
true.  If you’re detail-oriented, you can track
many components including flexibility,
endurance, balance, oxygen intake, aerobic
fitness, skill, agility, bodyweight, personal
appearance and self-confidence.  All of these
goals are measurable and fun to track.

FITNESS SAFETY TIPS
Here are seven safety tips to help you feel
comfortable and confident in your exercise
program:
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1. Warm up and cool down.  
Warm ups and cool downs are critical to
preparing the body for action and allowing it
to return to a normal state after exercise.
Spend about 3-5 minutes on each.  A sudden
leap into an exercise routine without a warm
up can place extra stress on the heart.
Likewise, suddenly going from activity to
inactivity is also stressful.  The cool-down
may also prevent stiffness and soreness the
next day.  This, then, helps to leave a much
more pleasurable memory of the exercise
experience and build a stronger desire to
return the next day.

There’s no agreement on an ideal or
optimal warm up; many methods can be
effective.  Start your warm up by taking three
deep breaths to help the flow of oxygen
through your body.  Roll your neck, shrug
your shoulders and shake out your wrists and
ankles.  Stretch your hamstrings and ankles.
Prepare yourself mentally for the rewarding
fitness journey that you’re about to take.

2. Exercise to the point of pleasure.  
Feeling joint pain or undue stress is a sign
that you’ve gone a little too far.  Step back to
the level of pleasure and feel good about the
activity.  Remember, you’re not necessarily
training to be competitive athlete; you’re
training to be a healthy and fit person who
enjoys life.
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3. Use common sense.  
Learn to read your body; it won’t lie to you.
Be aware of your exercising heart rate as your
body’s way of measuring your level of effort.

4. SMILE.  
The acronym SMILE stands for “Smooth
Movement in Leisure Exercises.”  Design
your exercise program to consist of mainly
smooth movements and you’re likely to
discover that the routine becomes easier and
more comfortable.  SMILE removes the
jerking and pounding movements that can
eventually cause joint problems.  Moving
smoothly – such as during Tai Chi and wand
exercises – allows a participant to master
routines in slow motion.  A side benefit to
this is that the slow-motion movements can
become second nature and help when an
older adult must react swiftly in the event of
a trip or fall.

5. Educate yourself.  
The more you learn about fitness and
exercise, the more competent you become.
Keep your interest up and your mind sharp:
borrow fitness books from the library or
search the Internet for interesting (but
credible) articles and tips.

6. Have confidence in yourself.  
Confidence in exercise helps to build
confidence in other aspects of your life.  It

Set small goals

Choose a time of day or night to
perform your exercise program
and stick to it.

Try to find an exercise partner
with whom you can work out.

Find ways to keep your mind
sharp as you exercise.

Aim for holistic fitness that
involves the harmony of mind,
body and spirit.  No fitness
program should be without this
combination.



can become a self-perpetuating cycle that
keeps you moving and feeling positive.

7. Maintain your program.  
Stick with your fitness program.  Make
adjustments to the intensity of your workouts
as needed, backing off when your body
signals distress in the form of joint pain.
Keep in mind, though, that it’s much easier

to continue with your fitness program once
it’s been established than to have to start
over from scratch.

FITNESS REQUIRES EFFORT
There are no miracle pills or potions that can
help you get fit.  It simply has to be
developed and maintained through individual
effort.  Here, there are three basic steps: 
(1) get involved; (2) choose the level that you
wish to attain and maintain; and (3) enjoy it.

If you’re 50 years of age or older, you
don’t necessarily need a regimented program
that overstresses your body.  Instead, strive
for a simple, healthy, holistic program of
exercise.

PHYSICAL GAINS
Your body’s ability to adapt to physical
exertion is how it builds strength, power and
endurance.  These physical gains allow you to
work out a little harder the next time.  Your
challenge is to recognize the level of fitness
that’s right for you.  Don’t make the mistake
of exercising beyond your means as this is
where you may experience physical problems.
At this point, step back a little to where 
you feel comfortable and stay in your 
comfort zone.
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The National Huntsman Games is a senior athletic
competition that draws thousands of participants
each year, including these members of the 
New Jersey Senior 65+ Basketball Team.



SAMPLE WORKOUTS
Now that you know more about the benefits
of exercise, let’s discuss some sample
workouts to help you get started.  The
workouts are broken down into five different
levels: I, II, III, IV and V with the higher
numerals corresponding to greater
challenges.  Review them, choose one level or
combine several based on your goals and get
fit!  (Note: For reasons of space and
simplicity, the sample workouts don’t show
warm ups and cool downs.  Nevertheless, a
warm up should be done before your workout
and a cool down after.) 

Level I Workouts
Workouts at Level I consist of daily short
walks, mild water exercises, basic stretching
and mild isometrics (essentially pitting one
muscle against another).  You can even
include shopping, gardening or any other
light physical work.  Your goal is to stay
physically active every day and enjoy what
you’re doing.  A sample week for Level I
Workouts is shown in Figure 16.1.

Level II Workouts
In Level II Workouts, you’re required to walk
a little farther and do deep-breathing
exercises, more vigorous stretching and yoga
or Tai Chi.  Pedaling a stationary bicycle with
a low level of resistance and/or using light
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Figure 16.1:  Sample Week Workouts
Monday

Stretch/
5 minutes

Walk/
15 minutes

Stretch/
6 minutes

Walk/
20 minutes

Stretch/
7 minutes

Walk/
25 minutes
(vigorous)

Stretch/
8 minutes

Go in-line
skating/
20 minutes
(vigorous)

Stretch/
10 minutes

Bike/
30 minutes

Tuesday

Stretch/
5 minutes

Do light
gardening/
15 minutes

Stretch/
6 minutes

Do yoga
(beginner
video)

Relax, you’ve
earned it!

Stretch/
8 minutes

Do strength
training/
20 minutes
(light weights;
focus on major
muscles)

Stretch/
10 minutes

Do strength
training/ 30
minutes

Wednesday

Stretch/
5 minutes

Do water
exercises/
15 minutes

Stretch/
6 minutes

Walk/
20 minutes

Stretch/
7 minutes

Swim/
15 minutes
(vigorous)

Stretch/
8 minutes

Walk/
30 minutes
(vigorous)

Stretch/
10 minutes

Swim/ 
30 minutes

Thursday

Stretch/
5 minutes

Stretch/
6 minutes

Do yoga
(beginner video)

Stretch/
7 minutes

Bike with a
friend around
the park

Stretch/
8 minutes

Do strength
training/
20 minutes (light
weights; focus
on major
muscles)

Stretch/
10 minutes

Do strength
training/ 30
minutes

Friday

Stretch/
5 minutes

Walk/
15 minutes

Stretch/
6 minutes

Play tennis
with friends

Stretch/
7 minutes

Walk/
25 minutes
(vigorous)

Stretch/
8 minutes

Swim/
20 minutes
(vigorous)

Stretch/
10 minutes

Take an
Aerobic
Dance Class

Saturday

Stretch/
5 minutes

Dance/
15 minutes

Stretch/
6 minutes

Swim or bike/
20 minutes
(easy)

Stretch/
7 minutes

Take a Water
Aerobics
Class

Stretch/
10 minutes

Take an
Aerobic
Dance Class

Stretch/
10 minutes

Do yoga and
walk or run/
30 min

Sunday

Relax,
you’ve
earned it!

Relax,
you’ve
earned it!

Relax,
you’ve
earned it!

Relax,
you’ve
earned it!

Relax,
you’ve
earned it!

Level 1

Level 2

Level 3

Level 4

Level 5



Level IV Workouts
Workouts at Level IV include strength
training and flexibility activities.  If possible,
incorporate different activities such as
walking fast, jogging on a treadmill or using a
stationary bicycle.  Strength training (with
free weights or machines) will help you to
improve your stamina for aerobic activities.
To retain your motivation and involve others
in your workout, join an exercise class or a
walking group.  Your overall goal is to use all
of your muscles in different directions,
elevate your heart rate and enjoy the
experience of physical gains.  A sample 
week for Level IV Workouts is shown in
Figure 16.4.

Level V Workouts
This final level is for older adults who wish to
stay in top shape and/or are competitive
athletes.  Serious hiking, biking, swimming,
tennis, golf, basketball and skiing are among
the activities that are enjoyed by this group of
people.  The regularity and intensity of
training at this level is vital to safety and skill
maintenance.  Practicing a consistent routine
of challenging workouts four or five times a
week is a norm for senior athletes.  As a
result, this group tends to have strong hearts
and excellent lung capacity.

During your warm up, work on your
ankles, calves and knees.  Stretch your
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weights are also good activities.  Another
choice might be to participate in a mild
adaptive sport or group activity that adds a
social component to the mix.  Here, your goal
is to have a good time at a relaxed and
confident pace three or four times a week.
At this level, you should consider starting
your fitness log.  A sample week for Level II
Workouts is shown in Figure 16.1.

Level III Workouts
This level stresses basic aerobic activities that
require a greater oxygen intake and an
increased heart rate to attain cardiorespira-
tory benefits.  To prepare for more vigorous
activities and stress your muscles, you’ll do
strength training and make stretching more
challenging or practice basic yoga.  Consider
performing Qigong or wand exercises, two
excellent Asian activities that are very safe,
easy to do and wonderful ways to exercise
every muscle group in your body to build
strength, stamina and flexibility.  Ultimately,
your goal is to walk for at least 15 minutes at
a pace that elevates your heart rate to a
desirable level.  Also, you can enjoy other
aerobic activities such as line dancing, square
dancing, senior aerobic dancing and water
aerobics.  A sample week for Level III
Workouts is shown in Figure 16.1.



muscles, paying particular attention to your
hamstrings to help prevent low-back and leg
injuries.  Work on your neck, shoulder, lower
back and abdominal muscles, too.  As part of
your routine, include 15-20 minutes of
strength training two to three times per week
to help maintain that muscular strength that’s
so very much needed by senior athletes.

After warming up, your body is prepared
to take on heavier demands and additional
physical challenges.  The aerobic activities
from which you can choose are virtually
infinite.  These include running on a
treadmill, using a stairclimber/stepper, hiking,
biking, jogging and swimming.  Golfing and
bowling are also great ways to stay fit but
they also require sufficient warm up to
reduce the risk of injury.

High-impact sports can sometimes have a
long-term, negative effect on bones and
joints.  If joint pain gets you down, try non-
weight-bearing activities such as biking,
rowing and swimming.  Remember to always
follow the second safety rule: Exercise to the
point of pleasure.  A sample week for 
Level V Workouts is shown in Figure 16.1.

MORE CHOICES FOR THE MORE ACTIVE
For the older adult who’s more active, new
opportunities and activity groups are
emerging each day.  Information about the

following groups (and others) can be found
on the Internet:

• The Over-the-Hill Gang is made up of
individuals more than 70 years of age who
bike, hike, ski and travel together in
search of new ways to stay challenged
and active.  

• The National Senior Games attracts more
than 10,000 senior athletes to its annual
sports competition.  

• The National Huntsman Games is another
senior athletic competition that draws
thousands of participants each year to
bike, run, swim, shoot and compete
against each other.  

• The Old and the Restless Club and the
Elder Hostel programs are two additional
senior organizations that help to bring
active, older Americans into the world of
fitness.

FITNESS IS AGELESS!     
Fitness opportunities are available to all
individuals, regardless of their age or physical
condition.  Fitness is fun, necessary and
beneficial to all.  By exercising to the point of
pleasure, everyone can participate safely in
fitness programs.  There are no replacements
for the joys of holistic living.
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A special fitness poem is shown at the end
of the chapter.  It takes the reader from the
depths of a sedentary lifestyle into the
benefits of fitness and all the wonders that it
provides.  The poem was written for Living
with Cancer patients at St. Clare’s Hospital in
Denville (NJ) who were participating in a
special fitness-education program.  As you
read the poem, visualize what the message
says of the power of fitness.
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WWiitthhoouutt mmoovveemmeenntt,, II wwaass aalloonnee aanndd iinnddiiffffeerreenntt ttoo tthhee wwoorrlldd..

II llooookkeedd aatt tthhee ttrreeeess bbuutt ccoouulldd nnoott sseeee tthheeiirr ccoolloorrss nnoorr ffeeeell tthheeiirr pprreesseennccee..

II ppaasssseedd tthhee fflloowweerrss bbuutt ccoouulldd nnoott sseennssee tthheeiirr pplleeaassaanntt ffrraaggrraannccee nnoorr tthhee eesssseennccee aanndd
bbeeaauuttyy tthhaatt sshhoouulldd hhaavvee bbeeeenn tthheerree..

II lliisstteenneedd ttoo mmuussiicc bbuutt ccoouulldd nnoott hheeaarr tthhee bbeeaatt..

AAss II mmeett ppeeooppllee,, II ffeelltt iinnvviissiibbllee ttoo tthheemm aanndd tthheeyy ttoo mmee..

TThheenn II ssttoooodd..

II bbeeggaann ttoo mmoovvee,, ttoo wwaallkk,, ttoo rruunn..

NNooww II sseeee ccoolloorrss:: ggoolldd,, ggrreeeenn,, bblluuee aanndd rreedd..

II ssmmeellll tthhee sswweeeett ffrraaggrraannccee ooff fflloowweerrss,, ssoo ssttrroonngg aanndd ffuullll ooff lliiffee..

II hheeaarr mmuussiicc,, iinntteerrnnaalliizzee tthhee bbeeaatt aanndd pprreetteenndd II aamm aa ddaanncciinngg bbeeaarr..

WWhheenn II mmeeeett ppeeooppllee,, II aamm nnoo lloonnggeerr bblliinndd ttoo tthheeiirr ssmmiilleess;; II ssooaakk uupp tthheeiirr llaauugghhtteerr..

AAss II wwaallkk aanndd aass II rruunn,, II aamm ffuullll ooff lliiffee,, rreeaaddyy ttoo ttaakkee oonn cchhaalllleennggeess aanndd ccoonnffiiddeenntt
tthhaatt II ccaann ssuucccceeeedd..

II ssmmiillee ffrroomm tthhee iinnssiiddee aanndd aamm aattttuunneedd ttoo wwhhaatt’’ss aarroouunndd mmee..

II ggrrooww ssttrroonnggeerr wwiitthh eeaacchh bbrreeaatthh aanndd bbaanniisshh wweeaakknneessss ttoo aa ddiissttaanntt mmeemmoorryy..

EEnneerrggyy bbeeggeettss eenneerrggyy aanndd II aamm gglloowwiinngg lliikkee tthhee mmoooonn,, rraaddiiaattiinngg lliikkee tthhee ssuunn..

TThhee ssppiirriitt ooff ffiittnneessss iiss aann iinnsseeppaarraabbllee ppaarrtt ooff mmee aanndd aallll II hhaavvee ttoo ddoo ttoo kkeeeepp 
iitt wwiitthh mmee iiss ttoo kkeeeepp mmoovviinngg..

Walking into
Fitness
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